TOINETTE  MARRIES  AND   CLIMBS   SOCIAL  LADDER

I saw Madame Poisson and her daughter arriving at my
mother's house and mine.3 The first welcome was not very
warm, for Madame was 'so disreputable that it seemed im-
possible to follow up this acquaintance'. However, her
daughter was charming, with perfect social poise, and
'merited a few courtesies5. How could one separate the mother
and the daughter without seeming rude? This delicate problem
was shortly to be solved by Madame Poisson falling ill with a
terrible cancer and being unable to leave her room.

It is easy to picture the uncomfortable little scene which
Madame de la Ferte-Imbault describes. Madame Geoffrin
was then forty-two, of bourgeois extraction, very ambitious
and an awful snob. Diderot once described her clothes in a
letter to Mademoiselle Volland: CI always remark the noble
and simple taste of her dress. It was, this day, a plain stuff
of dark colour, with large sleeves; the linen was of the smooth-
est and finest, and then, of the most exquisite freshness/ As
for Madame Geoffrin's appearance, we have several portraits:
there is one of Chardin, painted in later life, which reveals
the thin lips, piercing black eyes, the expression of energy
and mild spitefulness; and there are the delightful interiors
ordered from Hubert Robert, one of which shows her drink-
ing a cup of chocolate in her bedroom while a manservant,
feather duster in hand, reads the Gazette to her.

The house, like the woman, fascinated by its cleanliness, its
elegance and air of unobtrusive grooming. Her love of order
was so great that one day she commanded that a wig be placed
on Falconet's bust ofDiderot so that it should match the rest of
her busts. She possessed many works of art and many books,
and the house was richly furnished in the most perfect taste.

What was unique about Madame Geofirin as the foundress
of a salon was her own lack of education: she never read the
books which her author friends presented to her: but she
talked about things so agreeably that she confounded the
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